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MIXED PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING MDG TARGETS

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 2 July 2007


While there has been clear progress halfway to the 2015 deadline towards implementing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), their overall success is still far from assured, according to a progress report released Monday by the United Nations.

 

The "Millennium Development Goals Report 2007", described by the UN as the most comprehensive global assessment of progress on the MDGs to date, highlights some measures of progress that have been achieved on the MDGs as well as some key challenges that need to be addressed.

 

The MDGs are a set of global commitments agreed by member states of the UN at the Millennium Summit in 2000.

 

The eight targeted Goals call for quantified, time-bound progress in eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; achieving universal primary education; promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women; reducing child mortality; improving maternal health; combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; ensuring environmental sustainability; and developing a global partnership for development.

 

The progress report was launched by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon at the high-level segment of the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) here on Monday. The ECOSOC is conducting an annual ministerial review of the MDGs on 3-4 July.

 

In his address to the high-level segment on Monday, Ban said that "the Millennium Development Goals remain achievable in most countries, but only if political leaders take urgent and concerted action."

 

"I cannot stress strongly enough the need for developed nations to keep their promises. They have to meet the 0.7% Official Development Assistance target. Today, I urge donors to issue time-lines for scaling up aid to reach their target commitments by 2010 and 2015," he said.

 

"As they do so, they must also address the disparities in the global trade regime which handcuff so many developing countries. The world desperately needs a successful conclusion to the Doha trade negotiations. Existing trade barriers, agricultural subsidies, and restrictive rules on intellectual property rights reinforce global inequalities - and they make a mockery of our tall claims [to] eliminate hunger and poverty from our world."

 

"The time to convert existing promises into actual progress is now. We must convert the 'global partnership for development' into more than a catchy slogan, and turn it into fact so as to address the most pressing development issues of our day, from climate change to trade and aid. By acting now, we can still deliver by the 2015 deadline," said Ban.

 

The UN progress report said that there has been significant progress toward the target of halving extreme poverty by 2015 (Goal 1).

 

Worldwide, the number of people in developing countries living on less than $1 a day fell to 980 million in 2004 - down from 1.25 billion in 1990. The proportion of people living in extreme poverty fell from nearly a third to 19% over this period.

 

If progress continues, said the report, the MDG target will be met. However, success is unevenly shared, since the decline in global poverty is mostly due to rapid economic growth in Asia. Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, in particular, experienced impressive reductions in poverty, and accelerating growth in India has also put Southern Asia on track to achieve the goal.

 

In contrast, poverty rates in Western Asia more than doubled between 1990 and 2005. Extreme poverty rose sharply in the early 1990s in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the transition countries of South-Eastern Europe.

 

In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion of people living in extreme poverty fell from 46.8% in 1990 to 41.1% in 2004. Most of this progress was achieved since 2000. The number of people living on less than $1 a day is also beginning to level off, despite rapid population growth.

 

The per capita income of seven sub-Saharan countries grew by more than 3.5% a year between 2000 and 2005; another 23 had growth rates of more than 2% a year over this period, providing a degree of optimism for the future, said the report.

 

In most developing regions, the average income of those living on less than $1 a day has increased. The poverty gap ratio, which reflects the depth of poverty as well as its incidence, has decreased in all regions except Western Asia, where the poverty gap increased, and in the transition countries in Europe and the CIS, where there has been marginal deterioration or no change. In spite of some improvement, the poverty gap ratio in sub-Saharan Africa remains the highest in the world, indicating that the poor in that region are the most economically disadvantaged in the world.

 

The report also noted that the benefits of economic growth in the developing world have been unequally shared, both within and among countries. Between 1990 and 2004, the share of national consumption by the poorest fifth of the population in developing regions decreased from 4.6% to 3.9%.

 

Widening income inequality is of particular concern in Eastern Asia, where the share of consumption among the poorest people declined dramatically during this period. Still, inequality remains the highest in Latin America and the Caribbean and in sub-Saharan Africa, where the poorest fifth of the people account for only about 3% of national consumption.

 

The report said that globally, the proportion of children under five who are underweight declined by one-fifth over the period 1990-2005. Eastern Asia showed the greatest improvement and is surpassing the MDG target, largely due to nutritional advances in China. Western Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean have also demonstrated significant progress with underweight prevalence dropping by more than one third.

 

However, the greatest proportions of children going hungry continue to be found in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Poor progress in these regions means that it is unlikely that the global target will be met.

 

If current trends continue, the world will miss the 2015 target by 30 million children, essentially robbing them of their full potential.

 

The report said that more children in developing countries are going to school (Goal 2 of achieving universal primary education). Enrollment in primary education in developing countries rose from 80% in 1991 to 88% in 2005. Although sub-Saharan Africa has made significant progress over the last few years, it still trails behind other regions, with 30% of its children of primary school age out of school.

 

A strong push will be needed over the next few years to enroll all children in school and to fulfill their right to a quality education.

 

Progress has also been made in reducing the number of children out of school, Still, the number is unacceptably high. Based on enrollment data, about 72 million children of primary school age were not in school in 2005; 57% of them were girls.

 

The report noted that women's struggle for equal rights has gained ground as a result of their growing involvement in politics and government (Goal 3 of promoting gender equality), but progress overall has been slow. Globally, as of January 2007, women represented 17% of single and lower houses of parliament, up from 13% in 1990. However, women represented at least 30% of parliamentarians in only 19 countries.

 

With respect to Goal 4 on reducing child mortality by two-thirds, the report said that estimates for 2005 indicate that 10.1 million children died before their fifth birthday, mostly from preventable causes.

 

Though infant and child mortality rates have declined globally, the pace of progress has been uneven across regions and countries. Accelerated improvements are needed most urgently in sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia, CIS countries in Asia and in Oceania.

 
As to the target of reducing the maternal mortality rate by three-quarters by 2015 (Goal 5), the progress report said that a number of middle-income countries have made rapid progress in reducing maternal deaths. Nevertheless, maternal mortality levels remain unacceptably high across the developing world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia.

 

Each year, more than 500,000 women die from treatable or preventable complications of pregnancy and childbirth. In sub-Saharan Africa, a woman's risk of dying from such complications over the course of her lifetime is 1 in 16, compared to 1 in 3,800 in the developed world.

 

With respect to the goal of combatting HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases ( Goal 6), the report said that while HIV prevalence has levelled off in the developing world, deaths from AIDS continues to rise in sub-Saharan Africa.

 

By the end of 2006, an estimated 39.5 million people worldwide were living with HIV (up from 32.9 million in 2001), mostly in sub-Saharan Africa. Globally, 4.3 million people were newly infected with the virus in 2006, with Eastern Asia and the CIS showing the fastest rates of infection. The number of people dying from AIDS has also increased - from 2.2 million in 2001 to 2.9 million in 2006.

 

The report noted that efforts to provide treatment for those living with HIV and AIDS continue to expand. As of December 2006, an estimated 2 million people were receiving anti-retroviral therapy in developing regions. This represents 28% of the estimated 7.1 million people in need.

 

Though sub-Saharan Africa is home to the vast majority of people worldwide living with HIV (63%), only about one in four of the estimated 4.8 million people there who could benefit from anti-retroviral therapy are receiving it.

 

The report highlighted the urgent need to intensify prevention efforts, saying that though 700,000 people received treatment for the first time in 2006, an estimated 4.3 million people were newly infected that year.

 

Malaria-control efforts are paying off, but additional effort is needed, the report said, adding that around $3 billion are needed worldwide - $2 billion for Africa alone - to fight malaria in countries hardest hit by the disease.

 

The incidence of tuberculosis - measured by the number of new cases per 100,000 people - has stabilized or begun to fall in most regions, following earlier downturns in prevalence and mortality. However, the total number of new cases was still rising slowly in 2005 due to population growth.

 

An estimated 8.8 million new tuberculosis cases were reported in 2005, 7.3 million of which were in sub-Saharan Africa and the four Asian regions. A total of 1.6 million people died of tuberculosis in 2005, including 195,000 people infected with HIV. Reaching global targets for tuberculosis control will require accelerated progress, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and the CIS.

 

On the goal of ensuring environmental sustainability (Goal 7), the report noted that deforestation continues, especially in biologically diverse regions. From 1990 to 2005, the world lost 3% of its forests, an average decrease of 0.2% a year. Greenhouse gas emissions continue to out-pace advances in sustainable energy technologies.

 

Also, an estimated 1.6 billion people will need access to improved sanitation over the period 2005-2015 to meet the MDG target (of halving by 2015 the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation).

 

Yet, said the report, if trends since 1990 continue, the world is likely to miss the target by almost 600 million people. Only Eastern, South-Eastern and Western Asia, Northern Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean are on track to halve the proportion of people without basic sanitation by 2015.

 

All other developing regions have made insufficient progress towards this target. In sub-Saharan Africa, the absolute number of people without access to sanitation actually increased from 335 million in 1990 to 440 million people by the end of 2004. This number may increase even further if trends do not improve.

 

With respect to the goal of developing a global partnership for development (Goal 8), the report said that in 2005, aid rose to a record $106.8 billion due to large debt relief operations, most notably for Iraq and Nigeria. In 2006, substantial debt relief to these two countries began to drop out of the equation, causing net aid disbursements to fall to $103.9 billion - equivalent to 0.3% of developed countries' combined national income.

 

In real terms, said the report, official aid dropped by 5.1%, the first decline since
1997. Even excluding debt relief, aid still declined by 1.8% from the year before. The only donors to reach or exceed the UN target of 0.7% of gross national income for development aid were Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden.

 

Aid is expected to continue to fall slightly in 2007 as debt relief declines further. Aid to the least developed countries has essentially stalled since 2003. Aid to sub-Saharan Africa, excluding debt relief for Nigeria, increased by only 2% between 2005 and 2006.

 

The progress report said that this reflects poorly on donors, who pledged to double aid to Africa by 2010 at the summit of the Group of 8 industrialized nations in Gleneagles in 2005.

 

The report also noted that preferential market access has stalled for most developing countries. In 2005, the share of goods entering developed country markets duty-free was unchanged from the year before, for both developing countries as a whole and for the least developed countries.

 

Opening of markets of rich or middle-income economies does not, by itself, always benefit the poorest developing countries, said the report. Through various initiatives, African LDCs have almost full market access to most developing countries duty-free.

 

However, supply constraints severely limit their capacity to exploit such opportunities. In addition, restrictive conditions - including rules of origin of products and other administrative obstacles - often make these preferences difficult to take advantage of.

 

To raise LDCs out of poverty, improved market access needs to be complemented by a significant programme of Aid for Trade, said the report. 
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